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Has Japan lost its ‘cool factor? 


A fund to boost the country’s cultural exports 
could be scrapped after incurring big losses 


Asian 
Insider 


Walter Sim 
Japan Correspondent 


: TOKYO - The Cool Japan Fund, a : 
: public-private investment : 
: strategy to boost the country’s 

: cultural exports, may be scrapped 
: after incurring major losses and 

: criticism for failing to meet its 

: objectives. 


A Finance Ministry panel is 


: considering a proposal to 

: restructure or even abolish the 
: fundifit fails to improve its 

: performance by this year. 


Among those on the panelis 


: Mr Kazuhiko Toyama, chief 
: executive of Tokyo-based private 
: innovation fund IGPI. 


“Itis my understanding that we 


: are trying to create businesses and 
: industries with so-called 

: intangible content,” he said, 

: according to minutes ofa panel 

: meeting in June. : 
: “From this point of view, toputit : 
: bluntly, we are losing to South 

: Korea. They have BTS, they have 
: Parasite. It’s already a complete 

: and decisive defeat.” 


BTS, a global boy band 


: phenomenon, has topped the 

: Billboard Hot 100 charts and been 
: invited to address the United 

: Nations. Parasite, a 2019 black 

: comedy film, became the first 

: non-English-language film to win 
: Best Picture at the Oscars. 


Still, Mr Benjamin Boas, a 


: Japanese government adviser on 

: culturaland tourism strategy, told 
: The Straits Times that South 

: Korea’s music, television showsand : 
: films maybe popular around the 

: world, but Japan has not focused on 
: pushing its entertainment products 
: internationally, given its huge 

: domestic market. 


He noted that Japan has 


: continuing dominance in video 
: gamesand anime. 


Dr Heng Yee Kuang, who studies 


: soft power issues at the University 
: of Tokyo’s Graduate School of 

: Public Policy, also noted how Cool 
: Japan did not win the buy-in of 

: some high-profile celebrities owing : 
: toconcerns over “government 
: involvement and potential 

: interference in their work”. 


Still, to be clear, soft power goes 


: beyond entertainment to include 


: Among the high-profile failures of the Cool Japan Fund was the Japan Food Town (above) that opene 
: Wisma Atria shopping mall in 2016 and abruptly closed four years later in 2020. ST FILE PHOTO 


: other areas suchas culture, cuisine : 
: andcraftsmanship. 


The Cool Japan Fund was set up 


: in2013 to support the 

: government’s Cool Japan Strategy 
: to boost exports of soft power, 

: while creating commercial 

: opportunities for Japanese 

: businesses abroad. 


The fund invests in businesses 


: that can help grow awareness and 

: consumption of Japanese culture 

: abroad - be it entertainment, food 
: or products — with the expectation 
: ofareturn onyield based on the 

: profitability of the project. 


Yet it has consistently been in 


: the red. By the last fiscal year : 
: ending in March, the fund posteda : 
: cumulative loss of 30.9 billion yen 
: ($$311.4 million), with the deficit 

: having widened by 7.8 billion yen 
: since March last year. 


Mr Boas, who is due to publish a 


: book about Cool Japan next 

: month, said that the programme’s 
: “biggest misstep was its own 

: myopic branding”. 


“Few people like the 
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Cool Japan Fund projects 


The Cool Japan Fund (CJF) isa 
public-private venture that 
began in 2013 to promote the 
export of Japanese culture. 

The Straits Times looks at some 
ofits investments. 


tours to independent travellers, 
while it also quickly pivoted to 
e-commerce selling Japanese 
souvenirs during the Covid-19 
pandemic. 


WINC (UNITED STATES) 

The CJF bet US$10 million on 
Winc, awine subscription 
service, in 2019 in the hopes of 
raising the profile of Japanese 
sake abroad. 


GOJEK (INDONESIA) 

The CJF invested US$50 million 
(S$70 million) in the “super 
app” in 2019 to leverage its food 
delivery and video-streaming 
services to promote Japanese 
cuisine and entertainment 
across its markets. 


JAPAN FOOD TOWN (SINGAPORE) 
The $8.5 million joint venture, 
which comprised 16 eateries, 
opened at Wisma Atria 
shopping mall in 2016. 

But the CJF pulled out its stake 
in 2019 and the business shut 
abruptly in February 2020 
after failing to meet lease 


payments. 
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KKDAY (TAIWAN) 
The CJF first pumped in 
US$10 million in 2019 in the 
Taiwan-based travel platform, 
and then another US$15 million 
in 2020. 

The CJF said it saw KKDay’s 
potential in its unique local 


: self-congratulatory name and 

: even fewer understand that it 

: comprises many different parts,” 
| : hesaid. “Japan is cool but ‘Cool 

: Japan’ is not.” 


Dr Heng said: “Cool Japan is a 


: public-private venture that 

: initially focused on commercial 

: benefits which failed to deliver in 
: profit-loss calculations. But the 

: positive impact of raising Japan’s 
: overall image is much harder to 

: gauge in commercial terms.” 


The fund counts among its 


: shareholders All Nippon Airways, 
: or ANA, Takashimaya and video 
: game publisher Bandai Namco. 


And there have been 


: high-profile failures. The Japan 

: Food Town at Singapore’s Wisma 

: Atria shopping mall abruptly 

: closedin 2020 after four years, 

: while the Cool Japan Fund pulled 

: out from the loss-making Isetan 

: The Japan Store in Malaysia merely 
= i twoyears after it opened in 2016. 


Mr Boas, however, argued that 


: not enough attention is being paid 
: tosuccessful investments. 


Among others, Indonesian super 


= : app Gojek received US$50 million 
d at Singapore's : 
: Japanese content toits 
: video-streaming service and to 
: promote Japanese cuisine on its 
: food delivery service across its 
: markets. 


(S$70 million) in 2019 to add 


American cooking tutorial 


: platform Tastemade got US$12.5 
: millionin 2018 to introduce 

: Japanese cuisine, local delicacies 
: and tourist destinations. 


Mr Yojiro Hatakeyama, an 


: Economy Ministry official in 

: charge of Cool Japan strategy, 

: citedrisks suchas the prolonged 

: Covid-19 impact on tourism, as 

: wellas the “difficulty in predicting 
: the tastes and preferences of 

: people overseas”. 


Mr Boas lamented the lost 


: opportunity of Japan lagging 
: behind much of the world in easing 
: its Covid-19 border restrictions. 


“The best way to grow Japan’s 


: soft power assets is to make sure 
: that existing fans can get to them,” 
: he said. 


“Everyone who comes to Japan 


: lovesit. And then they go home 
: and tellall their friends and family 
: howwonderful Japan is.” 
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Gorbachev's 


tragedy — 


the 


unravelling 
of his legacy 


Andrew Higgins 


Mikhail Gorbachev, lionised in the 
West, idolised by protesting 
Chinese students in Tiananmen 
Square but despised by many 
Russians for what they sawas his 
destroying their country, had 
fallen far from grace and could 
barely contain his fury when I first 
met him in 1992, soon after 
arriving in Moscowasa 
correspondent. 

His successor in the Kremlin, 
Mr Boris Yeltsin, had just 
confiscated his limousine and 
evicted his research foundation 
from its Moscow offices ina fit of 
vengeful spite - indignities that 
challenged not only his amour 
propre but also his lofty and 
well-deserved self-image as a 


leader who had changed the world. 


Mr Yeltsin, Mr Gorbachev 
fumed, referring to himself in the 
third personas he often did, had 
embarked ona petty and fruitless 
mission to “put Gorbachev in his 
place”. That, he insisted, would 
never happen. 

Mr Gorbachev’s tragedy, 
however, is that it did. 

Inthe more than three decades 
since he resigned as president of 
the Soviet Union on Dec 25, 1991 - 
minutes before it ceased to exist - 
he and his work have all been put 
in their place. 

The next time Isaw Mr 
Gorbachev was nearly a decade 
later ata dinner party hosted bya 
Russian banker at a grand villain a 
forest outside Paris. He was seated 


: next to French actress Fanny 

: Ardant, whose films he seemed to 
: know welland whose gushing 

: admiration briefly lifted his 

: otherwise glum mood. 


An obscure former KGB spy 


: named Vladimir Putin had just 

: taken power in Moscow and Mr : 
: Gorbachev, against whom the KGB : 
: hadstagedafailedcoupin August : 
: 1991, had few fans left, at least at 

: home in Russia, and was againina 
; sour mood. 


By the time his death was 


: announcedon Tuesday, the hopes, 
: liberties and chaos he had 

: bestowed on Russia during his six 

: years in power, from 1985 to 1991, 

: through his signature policies of : 
: “glasnost” and “perestroika”, hadall : 
: beenvanquished, firstbypopular : 
: revulsionatthe turmoilofthe1990s : 
: andthenbythe22-yearruleofMr_— : 
: Putin, who came to power on the 

: eve ofthe new millennium vowing 
: to “restore order”. 


The cacophonous news scene 


: created during Mr Gorbachev's 

: tenure has vanished, replaced by 
: the monotonous din of 

: Kremlin-scripted propaganda. 


Competitive elections, 


: introduced by Mr Gorbachev to 

: prodasclerotic Soviet 

: bureaucracy into serving interests 
: other than its own, have again 

: become empty rituals 

: choreographed by the Kremlin. 


Mr Gorbachev’s vision ofa 


: “common European home” 

: stretching from Vladivostok in 

: Russia to Lisbon in Portugal 

: has been replaced by a Russia 

: increasingly isolated from the rest 
: of Europe as it pursues a vicious 


: A 2004 file photo of Mr Mikhail Gorbachev, who resigned as president of the Soviet Union on Dec 25, 1991 - minutes before 
: it ceased to exist. The cacophonous news scene created during his tenure has vanished, replaced by Kremlin-scripted 


: propaganda, and the competitive elections that he introduced have again become empty rituals. PHOTO: NYTIMES 


] : Bythe time his death was 
|: announced on Tuesday, 
: the hopes, liberties and 
: chaos he had bestowed on 
: Russia during his six years 
: in power, from 1985 to 1991, 
: through his signature 
: policies of "glasnost" and 
: "perestroika", had all been 
| | vanquished, first by 
: popular revulsion at the 
: turmoil of the 1990s and 
: then by the 22-year rule of 
: Mr Putin, who came to 
: power on the eve of the new 
: millenniumvowing to 
: "restore order". 


: war of aggression against Ukraine, 
: itsneighbour. 


When Mr Gorbachevvisited 


: Beijingin May 1989, student 

: protesters in Tiananmen Square 
: hailed the Soviet leader asa hero, 
: parading through the city streets 
: with banners asking, “Where is 

: China’s Gorbachev?” 


His workin Moscow, they 


: believed, offered hope for the idea 
: that autocracy could mellow and 

: refrain from violence. That all 

: ended less than a month later with 
: the Tiananmen massacre of June 4. 


Mr Gorbachev, who had mostly 


: avoided violence in dealing with 

: protests in the Soviet Union, never 
: publicly condemned or even 

: questioned the Chinese 

: Communist Party’s decision to call 
: inthe military. 


But, as China’s economy took off 


: and Russia’s sank into a deep hole, 
: the lesson for many Chinese and 

: also Russians, including Mr Putin, 
: wasa message enshrined in the 

: most enduring of Chinese political 
: slogans: “Stability is everything”. 
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: e Andrew Higgins, the New York 

: Times bureau chief for East and 

: Central Europe, was the Wall Street 
: Journal's Moscow bureau chief from 
: 1998 to 2004. His coverage of the 

: turmoil of Mr Boris Yeltsin's Russia 

> while working for the Journal wona 
: Pulitzer Prize in 1999. 


